Integrity of glycoprotein complex sugars is required for homing but not for several other membrane-mediated functions.
In order to correlate the biochemistry of cell surface carbohydrates with cell function, we have treated cells with swainsonine and followed the biochemical and functional modifications induced by this compound. After treatment with swainsonine, surface glycoproteins had a lower apparent molecular weight and a higher isoelectric point. This is compatible with the replacement of complex carbohydrates by hybrid or high-mannose carbohydrates. Several functional tests were unaffected. However, swainsonine-treated cells displayed an altered pattern of in vivo homing, suggesting that carbohydrates play a role in this process.